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As have so many other disciplines, the architec

tural profession has undergone dramatic changes 

over the past twenty years. Inevitable and unal

terable transformations have required all those 

involved with architecture to re-define the profes

sion, its scope as well as its discourse, and to 

accommodate any number of new and unex

pected situations, some of them of an urgent 

nature. The validity and effectiveness of the 

profession were put under harsh scrutiny, as 

discourse seemed eventually to reveal increasing 

uncertainty and ever-penetrating probity: "What", 

was always asked, "is architecture, and what is 

the proper role of an architect?" In response, new 

concepts and new terms emerged, as architects 

assumed the roles of "agents of change", "social 

advocates", "enablers", and "decision-makers" in 

addition to their more poetic place in the field of 

fine arts, as designers, artists, sculptors of form. 

Architecture itself, as Sir Nicholas Pevsner postu

lated, lay between a bicycle shed and a cathedral, 

and the definition of architecture began to simul

taneously accommodate a wide range of alterna

tives: Architecture without Architects 

(B. Rudofsky), Unselfconscious Design (C. Alex

ander), Shelter and Society (P. Oliver), as well as 

Freedom to Build and Housing by People (J. 

Turner). 

This new sense of questioning was not, how

ever, shared by all, and a small elite continued to 

fashion prestigious - and often exquisite - com

missions which were lavishly published in glossy 

journals; alas, these noble artefacts, like the 

expensive journals, had little impact on or rel

evance to the vast majority. The rampant growth 

of the built environment had surpassed profes

sional architects; much lay in the hands of mer

cantile developers, but the largest part fell to the 

individuals, communities, and societies. Those 

lacking most in means and abilities, were also 

most in need, and thus undertook the pro

visioning of their own environments in whatever 

fashion possible, whether legal or not, reflecting 

their own needs, aspirations, and tastes. This was 

nowhere more evident, as it is today and prom

ises to be tomorrow, than in the Third World. 

During the recent past, it is the urban environ

ments that have suffered most tragically, although 

the rural areas have not escaped ravage and 

disintegration. The irreversible process of change 

has rapidly altered the natural as well as the built 

environment, and predictions for the future warn 

that this disfigurement will continue at an alarm

ing rate. 

Meanwhile, the architectural elite continue 

their weighty discourse and seek to re-instil 

meaning and significance into an architecture 

which they feel has been robbed by the so-called 

"Modern Movement". The debate is highly 

charged, heavily rhetorical, and strongly laced 

with finely-tuned semantics. And, in the mean

time, the cries of hundreds of millions remain 

unheard, and can have but little hope in an 

architectural profession seemingly enchanted 

only with itself. It never deigns to see, much less 

tackle, the plight of decaying cities, inadequate 

services, and the homeless many. 

Still, the lonely voices of the concerned few 

pointed to the resources of traditional processes 

and patterns which had, in the past, resulted in 

suitable, if not always perfect, built environments, 

usually endowed with authentic cultural richness, 

and often attaining harmony and beauty. The role 

of individuals and societies in determining their 

own environment, loudly voiced by Turner, 

helped foster the concept of "appropriate tech

nology" which depended upon people them

selves and the recognition that their own partici

pation was the only available resource on which 

they could truly rely. That resource continues to 

be a formidable one. 

Once again, the architectural elite turned a deaf 

ear, and relegated such concepts to the realm of 

anthropology, leaving others to worry about 

urban and rural shelters, or cultural heritage. 

Nevertheless, a few flames of hope illuminated 

the wilderness. Hassan Fathy had begun the 

valiant call for an "architecture for the poor". 

Charles Correa sought an architecture sensitive to 

the climate with his slogan "form follows cli

mate". He implicitly nurtured the legacy of Jane 

Drew and Maxwell Fry who had tried to adapt the 

grand strategies of Le Corbusier to the realities of 

India and to implement their own ideas in Africa. 

In London, Otto Koenigsberger remained dedi

cated to the training of "alternative" architects 

capable of encouraging environmentally sensitive 

architecture and of coping with the emerging 



realities of the urban dilemma. André Ravereau 

and Roland Simounet began serious efforts in the 

Maghreb, and Geoffrey Bawa undertook a similar 

self-committed mission in the lush tropics of 

Ceylon. In Turkey, Sedaci Eldem sought a modern 

identity for the traditional Turkish house, and in 

Bangladesh, Muzharul Islam concentrated on 

developing an architectural expression reliant 

upon limited resources and affordable technol

ogy. Rifat Chadirji in Baghdad strove to develop a 

culturally rich architectural idiom of his own. And 

in concert, many of those concerned came to

gether under such leaders as Doxiadis and the 

Ekistics Center in order to attempt a re-formula-

tion of urban planning. 

For the most part, the western media and 

profession remained sceptical at best, and igno

rant of these pioneers and the emerging con

sciousness that had produced them. It was not 

until the 1970s that public awareness in the West 

began to awaken to the need for environmental 

protection and to focus on the imperatives of 

human rights. Around this time, the notion of a 

"master plan", as a sort of heaven-sent panacea, 

began to give way as people themselves became 

active advocates for and participants in the 

shaping of their own environments. 

It was in the midst of this confused state of 

affairs that the Aga Khan took the initiative to 

actively encourage the built environment and 

architecture of Muslims. With a small group of 

architects, thinkers, and scholars, he elaborated 

an award committed to exploring architecture in 

Muslim societies and to identifying worthy exam

ples there that merit encouragement and demon

strate to others possible solutions and approaches 

which might be applied elsewhere. Thorough and 

meticulous procedures were put into place for the 

documentation and evaluation of building 

projects, and a series of seminar meetings was 

organized on a regular basis in order to enhance 

and nurture the learning process. The seminar 

topics were widely varied, from housing to 

symbolism, from architectural education to the 

architecture of public places, and focused on 

urban centres as well as the rural habitat. At each 

meeting, international participants joined local 

architects, planners, and others to share ideas and 

establish dialogue. Site visits were organized as 

an important component of every meeting, and 

provided first-hand testimony of the actual condi

tions at every seminar locale. The chosen venues 

where the seminars were organized demonstrated 

the wide variety of cultures, climates, and 

geographies of the Muslim world: from Central 

Java to Andalusia, from North Africa to China, 

from Cairo to Malta, to Sana'a, to Dakar, to 

Istanbul. And the published proceedings of every 

seminar were widely distributed to further in

crease the scope of participation and interest and 

to provide the widest possible access to the 

thoughts and ideas. 

Four award cycles have been completed since 

1978. Twelve international and three regional 

seminars have been held. Over two million 

dollars have been awarded by the consecutive 

Master Juries to forty-eight building projects, and 

two special awards have honoured the life-long 

work of Hassan Fathy and Rifat Chadirji. A wealth 

of material has resulted from the study of candi

date buildings and the documentation centre 

established in Geneva is the most comprehensive 

and important facility of its kind in the world. 

When seen together, the seemingly disparate 

building projects that have received awards, and 

the topics of all of the seminars, reveal a number 

of key issues and focal points that remain at the 

heart of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture: 

architectural heritage, cultural identity, environ

mental and climatic awareness, continuity with 

the past, reality of the present and contemplation 

of the future, appropriate technology, and social 

and environmental harmony. 

The very first cycle soundly tested the estab

lished programme and procedures, and confirmed 

the Award's reputation not only as the world's 

most prestigious, but also as its most determined 

and serious architectural award. From 1978 to 

1980, five international seminars were held in 

Paris, Istanbul, Jakarta, Fez, and Amman, bringing 

together the widest possible range of those 

involved in the shaping of the built environment. 

As never before, a platform for serious enquiry 

was opened without the restraints - and without 

the fear - of governments, politics, and official

dom, yielding a critical debate on issues of the 

utmost concern. The contributors to the emerging 

dialogue were a curious mix of architects, techni

cians, scholars, and eveiyday people concerned 

with their environment. They represented a wide 

spectrum, from little-known and emerging talents 

to the most celebrated international architects, 



from East to West and North to South, from 

modest masons to heads of state, from behav

ioural scientists to financial planners, and in

cluded women as well as men, the young as well 

as the old, and any number of languages, cultures 

and races. In short, it gathered together the rich 

range of contrasts and variety that constitute 

contemporary Islamic societies. 

Interest continued to be generated, and the 

media came to be curious about this peculiar new 

enterprise. By the time the first awards were 

announced in Lahore in 1980, considerable 

enthusiasm had been aroused in anticipation of 

what many expected would be modern-day 

equivalents of the Taj Mahal or the Alhambra. 

And, indeed, the awards came as a surprise. 

There were, to begin with, fifteen of them, and, 

alongside impressive examples of contemporary 

design trends, figured slum quarters, simple 

housing, a modest school, stretching from Sen

egal to Indonesia. The juiy citations emphasized 

the notion of "search", and proudly presented this 

disparate group of fifteen buildings as notable 

achievements that contributed to the quest for 

excellence in the built environment. The concep

tion of the Award as an ongoing process, embrac

ing a panoply of concerns and divergent direc

tions, has become a central tenet of the organiza

tion and, combined with the "space of freedom" 

created by the seminar forums, the notions of 

quest and process came to identify the Award 

above and beyond the recognition of individual 

buildings and the attribution of the half-million 

dollar prize fund. 

The emphasis placed by the first jury on en

couraging community efforts had two important 

effects: firstly, it served as a source of inspiration, 

pride, and encouragement for some of the 

world's poorest communities, by acknowledging 

their efforts to create their own living environ

ments. Secondly, it brought such efforts to the 

attention of the architectural profession and the 

world at large and, most importantly, accorded 

them a status equal to that of any other example 

of good architecture. These same motivations 

would be reinforced by all of the subsequent 

juries who continued to appreciate and to honour 

community efforts and commitments to life, 

family, and well-being. 

Not only was the upgrading and improvement 

of poor communities a focus, but the provision of 

new and appropriate housing has been a constant 

concern" of all Award cycles. On a variety of 

scales related to meeting the needs of all levels of 

society, the various housing projects demonstrate 

a great variety of design approaches in both 

urban and rural contexts, and the levels of tech

nology employed reflect traditional as well as 

contemporary standards, usually addressing 

craftsmanship as well as structural systems, and 

always emphasizing the basic need for shelter, for 

the poor, for the rich, and for all those in be

tween. 

Throughout, appropriate technology has been a 

feature of the premiated buildings and, once 

again, the vast array of applications testifies to 

the diversity of societies comprising the Islamic 

world. Daring and innovative, some of the awards 

reveal the most sophisticated use of modern 

technology anywhere in the world. In Jeddah or 

in Paris, these marvels of invention have demon

strated the Award's concern for progress and the 

exploration of often-pioneering directions for 

future development. In turn, too, the time-hon

oured traditions and techniques that have not 

changed for centuries reveal the application of 

appropriate technology combined with an inher

ent respect for the past. The mud mosques in 

West Africa, for example, call on the skills and 

talents of artisans whose knowledge has been 

transmitted from generation to generation, to 

remain as vital today as many centuries ago. 

Innovation and authenticity have combined in 

developing an intermediate technology repre

sented by many other winning projects. Drawing 

on the skills, resources, and materials at hand, 

these talented efforts often exploit traditional 

techniques, improving on them slowly and 

economically, often helping to train new crafts

men in the process, and making new techniques 

and applications available to others to replicate 

and modify as specific conditions require and 

resources permit. 

Re-interpretation of past approaches to design, 

construction, and technology, as well as tradi

tional functions and programmes to contempo

rary contexts, embody many other winning 

projects. These, too, have been vehicles to further 

enhance traditional skills or to express traditional 

forms in new styles. Contextualism, at both urban 

and rural scales, has been an important way of 

establishing continuity with the past while con



tributing to the rapid advances of twentieth-

century life. Inspiration has been drawn from the 

full breadth of the architectural heritage of Islam, 

as well as from the specific styles and forms that 

developed uniquely in its diverse historic socie

ties. 

Care and concern for the splendid legacy of 

past eras are evidenced in every cycle of the 

Awards, and the restoration and conservation of 

monuments and historic areas has drawn wide 

attention. The encouragement of traditional skills 

and crafts, often in danger of disappearing, is an 

important component of these projects. The 

economic revitalisation of historic areas has been 

of special note, as has the use of some buildings 

for new functions. These awards have helped 

show that, with sensitivity and care, historic 

monuments and areas can once again become 

vital and dynamic components of contemporary 

society, blending the past with the present. 

And yet, the Award has not been able to 

address several areas of great importance. Indus

trial facilities, transportation networks, and major 

infrastructural efforts are conspicuously absent 

amongst the winning projects, even though they 

are increasingly evident in environments through

out the world. Weakly represented, too, are 

health facilities, and landscaping efforts and open 

public spaces, although a notable project in Saudi 

Arabia demonstrated the potential for using 

natural elements with sensitivity and success in 

the landscaping of a desert setting for an impor

tant new development. 

Since its inception, the Award has sought to 

address the manifold and complex factors con

tributing to today's architecture. The geographic 

span of winning projects, the multiplicity of 

building types, and the range of societal issues 

addressed have yielded a pluralism much wider 

and much richer than has previously been en

compassed in the domain of architecture. The 

danger of permitting this sense of pluralism to 

deteriorate into complaisance has been avoided 

by the creative and well-considered structuring 

which reinforces the relevance and validity of 

each of its component parts. The sense of critical 

debate and the efforts of committed and con

cerned individuals working earnestly together to 

achieve a common goal have helped ensure a 

sense of purpose and meaning. With integrity 

and, at times, audacity, the Award has attempted 

to discover and to understand contemporary 

architecture in Islamic societies and has hopefully 

contributed to the larger effort of encouraging its 

enhancement and, thereby, the lives of many. 


